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Review by Edwin Martini, Western Michigan University 

he last decade has seen the emergence of a number of promising scholars working on the history and 
legacies of the Vietnam War. Adding to the strong foundations provided by previous generations, the 
work produced by this group has added complexity and nuance to a variety of fields and subfields. 

Any reasonable list of this more recent generation of scholars would have to include Heather Stur, whose 
2011 Beyond Combat: Women and Gender in the Vietnam War Era broke new ground in demonstrating the 
ways in which gender constructions were central to the prosecution of the Vietnam War and the ways in 
which the war was experienced by a variety of actors on the ground.1 

In her recent Diplomatic History article, “’Hiding behind the Humanitarian Label’: Refugees, Repatriates, and 
the Rebuilding of America’s Benevolent Image after the Vietnam War,” Stur offers a glimpse of some of her 
current work, which looks to be equally promising. She argues that the efforts of the United States to salvage 
and resurrect its image as a benevolent nation in the wake of the Vietnam War were fundamentally challenged 
by a group of Vietnamese refugees seeking repatriation to their home country. 

“The repatriate issue threatened to undermine America’s efforts to rehabilitate its image of itself as a 
benevolent power,” Stur writes,  

at a time when the United States had lost credibility due to misguided policy 
decisions, atrocities committed by American troops during the Vietnam War, and the 
postwar embargo. Images of Americans embracing Vietnamese refugees served as a 
form of damage control as the United States sought to reclaim its moral authority, 

                                                      
1 Heather Stur, Beyond Combat: Women and Gender in the Vietnam War Era (Cambridge University Press, 

2011). See the H-Diplo roundtable at http://h-diplo.org/roundtables/PDF/Roundtable-XV-7.pdf  
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which had undergirded the benevolent image it had used to justify its intervention in 
Vietnam in particular and global dominance in general (224). 

Stur demonstrates the ways in which the very existence of the repatriates challenged “American narratives 
about the dangers of postwar Vietnam, the prospect for a better life in the United States, and the strong but 
benevolent power of America’s paternalistic muscle,” as well as a tradition of historiography that has 
reinforced these narratives (225). The debate over repatriation, she goes on to show, also drew attention to the 
degree to which U.S. policies had created the refugee crisis in the first place, the status of U.S. relations with 
the emerging, reunified Vietnamese state, and the crippling embargo imposed by the Ford administration as 
the revolutionary forces of Vietnam closed in on Saigon in 1975. Throughout the essay, Stur draws on 
archival records (most of which have not been widely used, if at all, in previous studies), published 
government documents, and a wide range of contemporary media accounts. 

Stur begins the essay by surveying the landscape of U.S. benevolent humanitarianism in the spring of 1975, 
noting in a dramatic understatement that “in the wake of the Vietnam War, it was difficult for the U.S. to 
prove that it deserved the ‘humanitarian label’” (225). Nevertheless, President Gerald Ford explicitly sought 
to reclaim the moral high ground, insisting that assistance to refugees was apolitical in nature, part of the U.S. 
tradition of humanitarianism after World War Two.  Stur helpfully points out that most of the long U.S. 
path to the invasion and occupation of South Vietnam had also been justified on “humanitarian grounds” 
(227-28). In developing this point Stur draws very usefully on the work of Melani McAlister’s Epic 
Encounters, particularly her formulation of American benevolent supremacy in the early Cold War.2 The 
point, Stur makes clear, is that U.S. humanitarian efforts during the Cold War were nearly always already 
political in nature. 

The next section of the essay explores popular and official debates over refugee policy and what Stur calls the 
“moral politics of redemption” (230). Here she demonstrates the seductive power of the benevolence 
narrative, in which U.S. troops and private citizens contributed their time and effort to help resettle refugees 
but their efforts were often justified—to themselves and others—by the fact that it made them feel good 
about themselves. In the end, consistent with the narcissism that defined the limited American reckoning with 
the war in the mid-1970s, the efforts were more about healing Americanwounds of war than those of the 
refugees. 

The most important and original contribution ofthis essay comes in the section focusing on the repatriates 
being housed in Guam in the summer of 1975. Despite official U.S. assertions about the dangers of postwar 
Vietnam, Stur notes that “of the 2000 Vietnamese seeking repatriation beginning in May 1975, more than 
1400 on Guam had decided that they wanted to return home” (237). Most of the exiles focused their 
applications on their desires to be reunited with family members. Even when repatriates acknowledged 
rumors of reeducation camps for Vietnamese who had fought for the South or supported the Americans, most 
remained firm in their desire to return home (238; 240). During the late summer, the situation on Guam 
grew tense as a growing number of repatriates “began demanding immediate return to Vietnam and accusing 
the U.S. government of moving too slowly on the matter” (238). 

                                                      
2 Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the Middle East Since 1945 (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2001). 
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Even more intriguing than the stories of the refugees themselves is the public debate between the U.S. and the 
emerging Vietnamese government about the politics of repatriation. While Ford, Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger, and much of Congress went out of their way to stress the humanitarian nature of U.S. efforts to 
help, Vietnamese officials (including both representatives from the Provisional Revolutionary Government 
based in the south and representatives of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in Hanoi), continued to insist 
that the U.S. was attempting to undermine Vietnamese sovereignty. Both of these narratives echoed the 
decades-long struggle for Vietnamese independence, and U.S. efforts to undermine that struggle. In the end, 
Stur notes, “some 1600 Vietnamese exiles opted to take their chance with the new government in Vietnam 
rather than stay in the United States, and some were willing to fight physically as well as vocally for the 
opportunity to do so” (243). In doing so, they indeed undermined much of the American stance about the 
war and its legacies. 

One area of potential engagement missed by Stur is the extant scholarship devoted to the ‘bloodbath theory,’ 
the idea that a communist-controlled Vietnam would spell doom for those associated with the Americans and 
the Saigon regimes. This narrative has a much longer history than Stur indicates here, dating at least back to 
the siege of Hue during the 1968 Tet Offensive, and greater attention to its roots and implications as the war 
dragged would only strengthen Stur’s claims.3 Given the spatial limitations of an article, this may not have 
been the place for such connections to be developed, but they are important to consider in a broader 
discussion of these topics. 

Overall, this is a welcome addition to the scholarship on postwar U.S.-Vietnamese relations, and an article 
that any student of the Vietnam War, of recent U.S. foreign relations, human rights, or refugee policy should 
find of great interest. One can only hope that this piece is part of a larger study and that that work soon 
appear.  

 

Edwin Martini is Professor of History at Western Michigan University. He is the author and editor of several 
books, most recently Proving Grounds: Militarized Landscapes, Weapons Testing, and the Environmental Impact 
of U.S. Bases (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2015). He is currently working on a global history of 
napalm. 
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3 A particularly helpful summary of the bloodbath theory and its relation to the Hue ‘massacre’ can be found in 

chapter three of Scott Laderman’s Tours of Vietnam: War, Travel Guides and Memory (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2009), 87-122. See also Gareth Porter and Len Ackland, “Vietnam: The Bloodbath Argument,” Christian Century 
86, no. 45 (5 November 1969), 1414-17. 
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